HOW  'PHILOSOPHES'  BECAME  A  POLITICAL FORCE

a presiding judge in the Parlement, whom she never loved; old and
blind, she finally discovered love and desperately attached herself to the
Englishman, Horace Walpole. All this constituted a rather sad life
thronged with a world of faithful followers; Voltaire was a fixture of her
establishment, Madame du DefFand stirring him up against the philo-
sophes, at whom she poked as much fun as she did at the clergy. There
was a certain nihilism in this old dowager, but her positive achievement
lay in serving as a link between Englishmen and Frenchmen. Under
Louis XV, the philosophical salons represented a likeable and tolerated
opposition; under Louis XVI, with Madame Necker, they became
the antechamber to power.

During the eighteenth century as during the thirteenth, French civiliz-
ation was a European civilization; in every country the aristocracy spoke
French, and this fashion long continued in Russia, in Sweden, in the
Balkans and even in lands where German was the native tongue. In
Tolstoy's historical novels, Russian characters converse among themselves
in French. The French writers of the eighteenth century were read by
the elite everywhere, whom they supplied with fresh ideas. Voltaire paid
a protracted visit to Frederick II and Diderot corresponded with the
Great Catherine; such cultivated Americans as Thomas Jefferson owned
a French library. It is true that many of the elements in the 'philosophy9
of the Encyclopaedists came to them from England; Locke's influence on
the American Revolution was greater than Montesquieu's. But in many a
European country, English ideas were spread only under their Frenchified
forms; an economic doctrine became clearer, more readily assimilable,
when it had been refined by Voltaire's mind. Be it a matter of trade in
cereals, the plurality of worlds or final causes, a French writer was at
hand to put the subject within the reach of all intelligent readers, whether
in the form of dialogue or fable. Just as in the sterner days of medieval
philosophy, France showed her inclination for universality.
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